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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

There is, unfortunately, great controversy and disagreement 

in the United States about immigration and the role of im-

migrants in our society. Yet most agree that when someone 

from another country goes through the difficult process of 

becoming an American citizen, he or she should be entitled to full participation in 

our nation’s democracy. The most fundamental form of participation is voting. Vot-

ing is the means by which we seek to ensure every citizen has an equal voice in the 

decision-making process of the country and in our local communities. It is how we 

ensure that our elected leadership truly represents the will of the people. 

For our democracy to work, we need all sectors of society involved, including new 

American citizens. Yet in the United States, there is a significant gap in the voter 

participation rates of native-born and naturalized American citizens. Analysts have 

different theories for why this is so. 
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Su  m m a r y  o f  F i n d i n g s

The Immigrant Participation Gap: The 
Voter Registration Process as an Obsta-
cle to Electoral Participation

Voter turnout among naturalized citizens is much 
lower overall than that of native-born citizens—con-
sistently around 9 to 12 percentage points less during 
at least the past four elections.1 In the last general 
election of 2010, almost 1 in 2 native-born citizens 
turned out to vote, while less than 2 in 5 naturalized 
citizens did.2 Even in 2008, a year of historic turnout 
among many constituencies, just over half of natural-
ized Americans voted, compared to a little less than 
two thirds of native-born citizens.3

The significant difference in turnout rates between 
native-born and naturalized Americans is due, to an 
enormous degree, to a parallel gap in voter registra-
tion rates. For example, in 2010 just over 1 in 2 nat-
uralized citizens were registered to vote by Election 
Day, while 2 out of 3 native citizens were registered.4 
In 2008, the gap narrowed slightly but remained sig-
nificant; just over 60 percent of naturalized Ameri-
cans were registered to vote, compared to over 70 
percent of native-born Americans.5

The telling statistic is this: among those citizens who 
do succeed in registering to vote, there is little dif-
ference in turnout rates between native-born and 
naturalized citizens. Although turnout among all 
citizens has varied from election to election over the 
past several cycles, turnout rates of registered native-
born Americans and naturalized citizens have been 
fluctuating together and have been virtually identical. 

Moreover, the research assessed in this report sug-
gests that structural barriers to registration—such as 
restrictive requirements and lack of language access 
—are a key factor in why naturalized citizens remain 
registered at lower rates. These barriers remain a far 
bigger obstacle to voter registration among natural-
ized citizens than among the native-born. Indeed, 
among naturalized citizens who are unregistered, 57 
percent—nearly three in five—cite structural barri-
ers as the reason they are not registered, compared to 
only 37 percent of native-born citizens.6 Native-born 

citizens, on the other hand, are far more likely than 
naturalized citizens to cite lack of interest in politics 
or lack of faith in the impact of their vote as rea-
sons why they are not registered—reasons that can be 
categorized as “political alienation.”7 Sixty-three per-
cent of unregistered native-born citizens cite political 
alienation as the reason why they are not registered, 
compared to only 43 percent of naturalized citizens.8

Other Explanations for Immigrant 
Participation Gap

Apart from the analysis of census data, an assessment 
of other research offers insights into a variety of ex-
planations for the participation gap between native-
born Americans and naturalized citizens, and factors 
that may help explain why registration is a particular 
problem. This research has assessed such variables as 
socioeconomic factors; length of time in the United 
States; variations based on country of origin; location 
of the immigrant community (e.g., does it comprise a 
majority-minority electoral district and is it an estab-
lished community or a new immigrant destination); 
the extent of voter mobilization by political parties 
and candidates; language barriers; and the persistence 
of discriminatory practices. Each of these areas of re-
search illuminates different aspects of the problem 
and suggests policy implications for efforts to reduce 
the gap in participation between native-born and 
naturalized citizens.

Socioeconomic Factors
Some academics have theorized over the years that 
one reason for lower registration and voting rates 
among new Americans may be socioeconomic fac-
tors, especially lower income and education levels. 
However, other analysis of the census data indicate 
that even controlling for these socioeconomic fac-
tors, naturalized citizens register and vote at a lower 
rate.9 One explanation for this is that socioeconomic 
factors may impact the degree to which naturalized 
Americans are less engaged, but are not the only driv-
ing force behind the problem.
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Length of Time in the United States
Scholars have found that another very consistent predictor of voter participation among naturalized citizens is 
length of time in the United States. This is so to a far greater degree with respect to registering than to voting 
because of the increased acculturation to the system and society that is required to navigate this institutional 
procedure preceding arrival at the polls.

Variation by Country of Origin
Voting and registration rates among immigrants can vary greatly by country of origin. The most commonly made 
link between country of origin and electoral participation is the type of regime or political system from which 
an immigrant came and therefore one’s prior experience with the democratic process, which may influence the 
likelihood of registering and voting.10 More research needs to be done disaggregating voter registration data by 
country of origin to better understand these variations.

Location
Studies on the impact of the community in which a naturalized citizen lives have mostly focused on voter turnout 
rather than registration. The preponderance, though not the totality, of this research has found that living in 
majority-minority electoral districts facilitates voter participation.

What impact does it have if a new American lives in a “gateway” state with a new and scattered immigrant popu-
lation as compared to established immigrant communities such as Los Angeles and New York? Researchers find 
that living in a new locus of immigrant migration leads to lower participation rates because community-based 
and other organizations that undertake mobilization efforts simply do not exist in new immigrant destinations.11

Extent of Mobil ization by Parties and Candidates
Although the campaign of President Barack Obama in 2008 began to change this dynamic marginally, campaigns 
and parties still do not invest substantially in mobilizing the immigrant or even the ethnic minority vote, particu-
larly when it comes to voter registration, calculating that their resources are better spent focusing on prospective 
voters who already have a history of high participation rates.12

Language Barriers
Studies about the impact of Section 203 of the Voting Rights Act13—which requires jurisdictions with large num-
bers of language minority voters to provide translated voting materials (including registration forms and instruc-
tions)—indicate that language access plays a significant role in propensity to participate in the voting system.

Discriminatory Practices
In addition to the contextual reasons why naturalized citizens might be less likely to register to vote, there are also 
discriminatory policies that inhibit their ability to register to vote. These include ethnic minorities being blocked 
by election administrators in the voter registration process; laws requiring voters to prove their citizenship prior 
to registering to vote; and inaccurate database citizenship checks.
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W h at  Ca  n  B e  Do  n e

Narrowing the registration gap will take action from government, political parties, and non-profits alike. The 
recommendations below fall into three broad categories: making registration easier for new Americans, focusing 
mobilization efforts on these communities, and providing better resources for them to obtain civic education 
and the tools to participate. 

Recommendations

•	United States Citizenship and Immigrant Services should fully implement its newly adopted policy of ensur-
ing that new Americans are provided with a voter registration application at all administrative naturalization 
ceremonies,14 and ultimately should be designated as a full voter registration agency under the National 
Voter Registration Act so that every newly naturalized American is automatically and systematically given the 
opportunity to register to vote.  

•	Nongovernmental voter mobilization groups should focus a good portion of their efforts on unregistered 
naturalized citizens including, if possible, in “new destination” states. 

•	The donor community should fund year-round activities around voter registration, including in immigrant 
communities wherever they may be. 

•	State and local elections officials should be active in registering new citizens to vote by reaching out to these 
communities through a variety of means and working with USCIS to provide voter registration services 
at naturalization ceremonies. These officials should also provide as much material as possible in alternative 
languages spoken prevalently in their jurisdictions, whether required to by federal law or not. 

•	Political parties should be much more pro-active in reaching out to naturalized citizens, tapping into a huge 
potential pool of new voters. The parties also have a role to play in civic education, especially regarding the 
electoral process in immigrant areas. 

•	Candidates must appeal to and speak to the issues of concern to immigrants. Having paid advertising in 
Spanish is insufficient. 

•	The civic education and civic skill-building process must start early upon immigrants’ arrival in this country 
so that by the time they are eligible to register and vote they understand the process and the importance of 
participating. This means more government resources for such services, including English as a Second Lan-
guage instruction. 

•	Every means possible must be explored for eliminating administrative practices and legal requirements that 
discriminate against immigrant voters. These include certain types of database matching policies, laws requir-
ing documentary proof of citizenship in order to register to vote, and voter identification laws. Swift and 
serious action must be taken against any election administrator or other actors who engage in discriminatory 
practices.
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INTRODUCTION

It may be a cliché that we are a nation of immigrants, but statistics show 

that it is as true today as in any other period in our history. And while 

Americans may debate the best way to bring noncitizens into the civic 

life of our communities, there is widespread, strong agreement that when 

someone from another country takes the affirmative step to take the oath of loyalty 

and become a citizen of this country, he or she should be welcomed and encouraged to 

be a part of our country and our social and political life. The most obvious and fun-

damental form of civic participation is voting. In our democracy, the voting process is 

the means by which we ensure that every citizen has an equal voice and a role to play 

in self–governance. As a society, we should strive to ensure that new citizens become 

engaged, incorporated and invested in democracy by encouraging their participation 

in elections.

Yet in the United States, there is a significant gap in the voter participation rates of 

native-born and naturalized American citizens. Analysts have different theories for 

why this is so. One paramount reason is upon inspection immediately evident, but not 

much discussed: The unique American voter registration process is a significant barrier 

to voting for naturalized Americans in particular.

 

Fortunately, there are some concrete remedies that can and should be implemented to 

address the lower rate of participation among naturalized citizens. This paper describes 

the voting and registration gap, identifies reasons that have been put forward for it, 

and suggests some potential ways to close or at least narrow the gap.
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THE IMMIGRANT PARTICIPATION GAP: 
THE VOTER REGISTRATION PROCESS 
AS THE OBSTACLE TO ELECTORAL 
PARTICIPATION

The United States is one of the few democracies in the world that requires the citizen to undertake an administra-
tive process of registration prior to being given the right to cast a ballot.15 Rather than automatically being put 
on the registration rolls, Americans must navigate our unique voter registration system; this presents a significant 
hurdle for some, especially those with fewer resources, such as education and income.16 New citizens often con-
front the additional hurdles of discrimination and administrative barriers that disproportionately impact them.

Although the United States Citizenship and Immigration Services office has recently been making strides in the 
right direction by issuing revised guidance to its employees that technically ensures all participants in naturaliza-
tion ceremonies will at least be given a voter registration form, the federal government has generally done little 
systematically to help new American citizens register or vote.17 Parties and candidates largely ignore this potential 
constituency18 and the efforts of non-profit organizations are usually under-resourced, limited, confront obstacles 
or some combination of all three.19 This gap in the system is reflected in the poor voter participation numbers 
of recently naturalized Americans relative to native-born citizens.

The US Census Bureau’s 2010 Ameri-
can Community Survey shows that the 
foreign-born population now stands 
at nearly 40 million, a historic high, 
representing 12.9 percent of the US 
population. Between 2009 and 2010, 
the foreign-born population increased 
by more than 1.4 million, or by 3.7 
percent, compared to 1.5 percent from 
2008-09.20 In terms of naturalized citi-
zens, in 2009 there were an estimated 
38.5 million immigrants living in the 
United States of which 44 percent were 
naturalized U.S. citizens.21 

Naturalizations grew at a record pace 
between 2008 and 2010, with a total of 
2.4 million immigrants becoming new 
citizens in the United States during that time.22 The number of persons naturalized in the United States increased 
58 percent from 660,477 in 2007 to an all-time record of 1,046,539 in 2008.23 While there have been ebbs 
and flows, the number of new citizens has been increasing dramatically over the last few decades (see Figure 1).

These new Americans, however, have not been participating in elections on par with their native-born counter-
parts. Even in 2008, a year of historic turnout among many constituencies and enormous interest in the election, 

figure 1. |  A n n ua  l  Nu  m b e r  o f  N e w  U S  C i t i z e n s ,  1 9 7 8  to   2 0 1 0

Sou   r c e : Yearbook of Immigration Statistics: 2010, Department of Homeland Security, Office of Immigration Statistics, April 2010. http://
www.dhs.gov/xlibrary/assets/statistics/yearbook/2010/table20.xls.
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the nativity gap in turnout barely im-
proved relative to previous elections. 
Nationwide, turnout among natu-
ralized voting Americans was 10 per-
centage points less than among the 
native-born voting age population.24 
The disparities in certain states were 
particularly stark (see Figure 2). 

The disparity in turnout between na-
tive and naturalized Americans has 
been persistent—in the midterm 
elections of 2010 and 2006, only 
37 percent of naturalized citizens 
voted—a rate 9 percentage points 
less than their native counterparts in 
2010 and 12 percentage points lower 
in 2006.25

The significant difference in turn-
out rates between native-born and 
naturalized Americans is due, to an 
enormous degree, to the significant 
disparities between the numbers of 
native-born and naturalized Ameri-
cans who are registered to vote (see 
Figure 3), a threshold requirement to 
casting a ballot in all but one state.

For example, in 2004, 73 percent of 
native-born Americans were regis-
tered, compared to only 61 percent 
of naturalized citizens.26 About 7 in 
10 native-born Americans were again 
registered to vote by the following 
midterm election of 2006, while 
barely over half of naturalized citizens 
were registered to vote by Election 
Day.27 During the past two elections 
of 2010 and 2008, the registration 
gap remained at 12 and 11 percent-
age points.28

Academic research confirms the lower likelihood of naturalized citizens to be registered. Research by the Census 
Bureau Housing and Household Economics Statistics Division found that, controlling for all other social and 
demographic factors, naturalized citizens are consistently less likely to register and vote than native citizens, in 
both congressional and presidential elections. In 2006, for example, naturalized citizens were half as likely to be 
registered as native-born.29

figure 3. |  V O T ER   REGIS     T R A T I O N  R A T E ,  B Y  N A T I V I T Y  2 0 0 0 - 2 0 1 0

Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2000-2010. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .
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NA T I V E NA T U R A L I Z E D

Naturalized Citizens Native Citizens

Alabama 17.1% 62.7%
Oklahoma 27.1% 59.7%
Arkansas 28.1% 54.0%
Utah 34.9% 53.7%
Hawai i 35.4% 54.4%
Louis iana 35.4% 70.8%
Tennessee 38.2% 56.0%
Il l ino is 40.3% 64.4%
Nebraska 45.2% 67.8%
North Caro l ina 47.1% 68.0%
Washington 47.1% 68.4%
South Dakota 48.3% 68.1%
Colorado 48.6% 69.3%
Iowa 50.1% 70.8%
Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2008. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .

figure 2. |  T u r n out    a m o n g  C i t i z e n  V ot  i n g  A g e  P opu   l at  i o n  i n  Nov   e m b e r  2 0 0 8 ,
b y  Nat   i v i t y



9From Citizenship to Voting

It is not that new Americans don’t want to partici-
pate—once they are registered, the vast majority of 
immigrants vote. In fact, the turnout rates among 
registered voters since 1996 have consistently been 
virtually equal between native-born and natural-
ized citizens. New citizens even had a marginally 
higher rate of turnout than the native-born in three 
consecutive elections from 1996 to 2000.30 While 
overall turnout rates among voting-age citizens have 
varied from 67 to 90 percent over the years during 
both presidential and midterm elections, the vot-
ing rates of registered native-born Americans and 
naturalized citizens have been fluctuating together 
(see Figure 4).

Although there has not been much academic research isolating the effect of the registration process on the im-
migrant vote, that which has been done supports the assertion that the effect is significant. In her book, Janelle 
Wong shows voting rates among Asian American and Latino immigrants comparable to that of the general 
population once they become registered, and states, “[v]oter registration is the key to immigrant political par-
ticipation.”31 Jun Xu comes to similar conclusions when she finds that the impact of immigration status on 
participation among Asian Americans actually occurs at the registration stage.32

 

 

figure 4. |  T u r n out    A m o n g  R e g i s t e r e d  V ot  e r s ,  1 9 9 6 - 2 0 1 0

Year Total Native Naturalized
1996 72% 72% 73%

1998 68% 67% 69%

2000 86% 85% 87%

2002 69% 69% 67%

2004 89% 89% 88%

2006 71% 71% 68%

2008 90% 90% 89%

2010 69% 70% 68%
Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 

1996-2010. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .
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WHY NATURALIZED CITIZENS ARE NOT 
REGISTERED—CENSUS DATA SHOW 
STRUCTURAL BARRIERS ARE KEY

Cu  r r e n t  P opu   l at i o n  Su  r v e y  Data

Analysis of self-reported data lends some evidence as to why immigrants are less likely to be registered to vote 
than native-born Americans. According to the Current Population Survey of 2008, a year of historic turnout 
and interest in the presidential election, native-born Americans are more likely to be unregistered because of lack 
of interest in politics or lack of faith in the impact of their vote—reasons that can be categorized as “political 
alienation.”33 However, naturalized citizens are more often unregistered because of restrictive registration require-
ments and language access—reasons that can be categorized as “structural barriers”. 

In this paper, we analyze the 2008 survey responses in order to obtain more accurate estimates from a larger 
sample, although the Census Bureau has asked respondents why they were not registered since 2004. In addition, 
the impact of the high level of interest in the 2008 presidential election on registration and therefore turnout, 
has not been captured in this analysis. 

Political alienation includes re-
sponses “not interested in the 
election or not involved in pol-
itics” and “my vote would not 
make a difference”; the remain-
ing options respondents could 
choose from were considered 
structural barriers, such as “did 
not meet registration dead-
lines”, “did not know where or 
how to register”, and “difficulty 
with English”. Overall, about 
61 percent of the unregistered 
population cited political alien-
ation as reasons for not being 

registered, while about 39 percent cited difficulties overcoming structural barriers to voter registration. 

However, a further breakdown by nativity reveals that most of the political alienation responses can be attributed 
to the native-born population. Native-born citizens are much more likely to not be registered because of politi-
cal alienation than because of structural reasons. On the other hand, it is the other way around for naturalized 
citizens—structural barriers more often prevent them from registering than political alienation.
A crucial element in any discussion about immigrants in America has not yet been factored into any of our 

figure 5. |  R e a s o n s  n ot   R e g i s t e r e d ,  b y  Nat   i v i t y ,  2 0 0 8

Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2008. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .
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analyses above—that of race 
and ethnicity. After all, native-
born Americans are more likely 
to be non-Hispanic White (for 
now) and naturalized Ameri-
cans are more likely to be His-
panic and Asian. We introduce 
this variable in the “reasons not 
registered” analysis below. Fig-
ure 6 provides breakdowns in 
responses by race and ethnic-
ity (without regard to nativity), 
while Figure 7 provides a fur-
ther demographic breakdown 
of these groups by nativity sta-
tus within each group. 

These figures show important 
differences among demograph-
ic groups in the extent to which 
structural barriers versus po-
litical alienation are reported as 
reasons for not being registered. 
Among citizens of any nativity, 
Hispanics, Latinos and African 
Americans are far more likely 
than whites to cite structural 
barriers as impeding registra-
tion. In addition, native-born 
African Americans, Asians and 
Latinos all perceive greater 
structural barriers than native-
born whites. A further analysis 
of “reasons not registered” by 
race and Hispanic origin reveals 
that though there is some varia-
tion in the magnitude of the 
difference between responses 
across race and ethnic groups, 

the direction is generally consistent. That is, the proportion of native citizens that are unregistered because of 
political alienation is larger than the proportion citing structural barriers, and vice versa for naturalized citizens—
in nearly all of the race or ethnicity categories. The difference is particularly striking among Hispanics and to a 
somewhat lesser extent Asians.

figure 6. |  R e a s o n s  n ot   R e g i s t e r e d ,  b y  Ra  c e  o r  H i s pa  n i c  O r i g i n ,  2 0 0 8

Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2008. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .

S T R U C T U R A L  B A R R I E R P O L I T I C A L  A L I E N A T I O N

total white black asian34 hispanic
0 %
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2 0 %

3 0 %

4 0 %
5 0 %

6 0 %
7 0 %

figure 7. |  R e a s o n s  n ot   R e g i s t e r e d ,  b y  Nat   i v i t y  a n d  Ra  c e  o r  H i s pa  n i c 
O r i g i n ,  2 0 0 8

Structural
Barriers

Political 
Alienation

Total
Total 39.2% 60.8%

Native 37.2% 62.8%

Naturalized 56.9% 43.1%

White, 
Non-Hispanic

Total 34.9% 65.1%

Native 34.4% 65.6%

Naturalized 49.4% 50.6%

Black
Total 49.4% 50.6%

Native 49.2% 50.8%

Naturalized 52.6% 47.4%

Asian
Total 51.8% 48.2%

Native 44.1% 55.9%

Naturalized 55.6% 44.4%

Hispanic, all Races
Total 50.8% 49.2%

Native 46.3% 53.7%

Naturalized 64.9% 35.1%
Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2008. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .
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O T HER    P O T EN  T I A L  FA C T O RS   A FFEC    T ING    REGIS     T R AT I O N  G A P  F O R 
N AT U R A LIZED      CI  T IZENS     :  A SSESSING         E X IS  T ING    RESE    A RCH 

Most of the literature on political participation to date has focused on the gap in voter turnout, rather than the 
divergence in voter registration. However, the analysis above suggests that registration has a central role in the 
nativity gap in turnout, and a few studies have shown that the determinants of voting apply to the likelihood of 
voter registration as well. In addition to the census data which highlights the importance of structural factors, 
discussed above, the following is a summary of what other existing research shows as to important variables that 
may explain the voting and registration gap: socioeconomic status, lack of mobilization in these communities, 
length of time in the United States, the type of community in which the citizen resides, language issues, and 
administrative discrimination.

Socioeconomic Factors

Some academics have theorized over the years that one reason for lower registration and voting rates among 
new Americans may be socioeconomic factors, especially lower income and education levels. Voters with fewer 
such resources generally are found to have lower levels of voter participation in the United States. For example, 
in 2008, only 65 percent of citizens in households making less than $25,000 per year were registered to vote, 
compared to 85 percent of those in households making $100,000 or more.35

Naturalized Latinos are disproportionately in the low-income and lower level of education strata of American 
society and therefore, according to this research, less likely to vote than their native-born counterparts. Accord-
ing to Matt Barreto, socioeconomic variables, including age and marital status (in addition to education and 
income) are strong indicators of one’s propensity to vote and “[g]iven that many immigrants, particularly those 
from Latin America, come to this country for economic opportunities, they typically have not had high levels of 
these…indicators.” As a result naturalized Latinos have typically not had high levels of participation.36 Robert 
A. Jackson also finds that variation in registration and voting rates among different Latino groups (including 
native-born) is largely due to variation in socioeconomic traits. For example Mexican Americans and Puerto 
Ricans are less likely to be registered “due to lower levels of education and income, their youth and mobility, and 
their greater likelihood of being immigrants.”37

However, other analyses of census data indicate that even controlling for these socioeconomic factors, naturalized 
citizens register and vote at a lower rate.38 According to these studies, socioeconomic factors impact the degree 
to which naturalized Americans are less engaged, but it is certainly not the only driving force.

Further, socioeconomic factors seem to play somewhat less of a role among Asian American immigrants. Wong 
notes that Asian Americans overall have relatively high education and income rates, yet low rates of voter par-
ticipation.39 Xu speculates that, although Asians are less likely to immigrate to the U.S. based on economic need 
and are higher up on the socioeconomic ladder, they are more likely to come from undemocratic societies and 
therefore have little to no experience with elections and voting. She also theorizes that, due to discrimination, 
Asians see “little utility” in participating in the political system and rather look to individual and family advance-
ment through other means to advance their interests.40

On the other hand, Pei-te Lien argues that because Asians come from a wide array of countries (or ethnicities) 
and are highly polarized in terms of income, education, and immigration background (e.g. timing and natural-
ization rate), researchers must look beyond socioeconomic factors and take country of origin or ethnicity into 
account when analyzing the political participation of Asian Americans.41 Lien finds the impact of income and 
education on voting and registration to vary across the Asian subgroups. For example, level of income and rate 



of registration have a proportional relationship among Chinese and Vietnamese Americans but not for other 
Asian American groups.42 The impact of country of origin on political participation is further explored below.

Length of Time in the United States

Scholars have found that another very consistent predictor of voter participation is length of time in the United 
States. Loretta E. Bass and Lynne M. Casper suggest that as naturalized citizens spend more and more time in 
the United States, they “[build] stronger ties to community and becom[e] more integrated into U.S. institutions 
and social customs” and therefore, are more likely to participate in the political process.43 Bass and Casper also 
take note of the structural barriers to registration and voting, such as English proficiency, and how time spent 
in the US increases an immigrant’s ability to overcome them.44

Janelle Wong’s study using 2000 numbers shows how the relationship between length of time and political 
participation also applies to Asian Americans. She finds that naturalized Asians who have lived here more than 
twenty-one years actually have higher registration rates than native-born Asian Americans even after taking 
socioeconomic traits into account.45 Jun Xu also finds that length of residency in the United States is the major 
factor for Asian American and Latino immigrants in registering—and like Bass and Casper, she finds this is so to 
a far greater degree with respect to registering than to voting because of the increased acculturation to the system 
and society that is required to navigate this institutional procedure preceding arrival at the polls.

Variation by Country of Origin

While most studies on immigrants and political participation take race into account, considerable variation also 
exists within racial groups. That is, voting and registration rates among immigrants can vary greatly by country 
of origin (see Figure 8).

figure 8. |  V ot  i n g  a n d  R e g i s t r at  i o n  a m o n g  Natu    r a l i z e d  C i t i z e n s  b y  Cou   n t r y  o f  O r i g i n  i n  2 0 0 8

Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2008. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .
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The most commonly made link between country of origin and electoral participation is the type of regime or 
political system from which an immigrant came and therefore one’s prior experience with the democratic process, 
which may influence the likelihood of registering and voting.46

Much of the scholarly analysis of the impact of country of origin has focused on voter turnout (as opposed to 
registration) and the findings have been mixed.47 Catherine Simpson Bueker examined voter turnout among 
immigrant voters from ten countries using CPS data from 1994 to 2000 and found that country of origin does 
not have an independent impact on voting but rather, an interactive effect—that is, the impact of socioeconomic 
status on one’s likelihood of voting varies by country of origin. For example, immigrants with incomes below 
the poverty level from Mexico, Canada, Italy and Great Britain—all democratic countries—are much less likely 
to vote than their wealthier compatriots, but for immigrants from Southeast Asia, the Former Soviet Union, 
China, Cuba, India, and the Philippines—the first four of which are communist regimes—level of income is 
not a significant predictor of voting.48   

Bass and Casper also find substantial variation 
in voting and registration rates by country of 
origin among new Americans from Asia and 
from Latin America.49 Among naturalized citi-
zens from Asia, Filipinos are more likely to be 
registered and to vote than the Chinese—net of 
socioeconomic factors. Among naturalized citi-
zens from Latin America, Dominicans are more 
likely to be registered and to vote than Mexi-
cans—net of socioeconomic factors. In addition 
to regime type and democratic experience, the 
authors suspect English-speaking ability (e.g. 
Filipinos and Indians) and political socializa-
tion in the United States (e.g. Dominicans) as 
reasons to why country of origin has an impact 
on voting and registration. 

In addition, turnout among registered im-
migrants varies by country of origin but to a 
much lesser extent (see Figure 9). More than 95 
percent of immigrants from El Salvador, Haiti, 
Jamaica, Italy and Germany turn out to vote 
once they are registered, while immigrants from 
Russia, China, Poland, Vietnam and Taiwan 
vote at lesser levels after registration but never-
theless at about 78 percent. Overall, registered 
new Americans vote at very high rates. 

In her analyses, Pei-te Lien shows that once reg-
istered, Asian immigrants have a higher likeli-
hood of voting and once citizens, immigrants 
have a higher likelihood of registration than 
their native-born counterparts, net of socioeco-
nomic factors. However, she also finds that the 

figure 9. |  V ot  i n g  a m o n g  R e g i s t e r e d ,  Natu    r a l i z e d  C i t i z e n s  b y 
Cou   n t r y  o f  O r i g i n ,  2 0 0 8

Sou   r c e : U.S. Census Bureau, DataFerrett, Current Population Survey, Voting and Registration, November 2008.
a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .
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ability to satisfy such institutional requirements (of naturalization and voter registration) varies among Asian 
subgroups (e.g. Japanese, Vietnamese, etc.) and that individual factors (such as income, gender, and marital 
status) do not have the same impact on turnout across ethnic groups. In sum, Lien argues that institutional, 
individual and context factors matter in Asian American political participation in different ways among ethnic 
groups but most importantly, that there is an ethnic gap in voting and registration in addition to institutional, 
individual and contextual factors.50

More research needs to be done disaggregating voter registration data by country of origin to better understand 
these variations.

Lo  c at i o n

Studies on the impact of the community in which a naturalized citizen lives have mostly focused on voter 
turnout rather than registration. The preponderance though not the totality of research has found that living 
in majority-minority electoral districts facilitates voter participation. According to one study, turnout rates are 
higher in concentrated immigrant areas mainly due to commonality of language and communication.51 That 
is, immigrants are more likely to talk about elections, or find media coverage of them, in their native language 
because it is easier and more readily available in neighborhoods where they find many others from the same 
country or who speak the same language. Hence, immigrant communities “provide the critical context for 
engagement” by lowering language and information barriers.52

On the other hand, there is another strain of thought that argues that immigrant neighborhoods may be reflective 
of residential segregation that inhibits political participation. Ethnic enclaves may not only constrain socioeco-
nomic mobility and integration, but also may isolate immigrants “from diverse discussion networks and civically 
active communities.”53 More research is needed in this area.

While much of the literature on immigrant communities has focused on traditional receiving centers for im-
migrants, such as New York and California—often large metropolitan areas or near borders—recently, more 
immigrants in the United States are migrating to parts of the country that are not one of the so-called “gateway 
communities.” How do such new immigrant destinations fare in regards to political participation? According to 
Karen M. Kaufman and Antonio Rodriguez, living in a new locus of immigrant migration leads to lower partici-
pation rates because community-based and other organizations that undertake mobilization efforts simply do not 
exist in new destinations, and that void is significant.54 Moreover, election-year registration efforts by third-party 
organizations focus almost exclusively on traditional immigrant locales. Even after considering individual-level 
indicators of party identification and participation (among Latinos), immigrants in new destinations are much 
more apolitical than their cohorts who live in immigrant communities that have been able to mature over the 
years. The authors also point out that this finding should impact how organizations trying to increase Latino 
and immigrant participation conduct their mobilization strategies.55
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These findings are of particular interest because states that gained population, and thus seats in the 2010 round 
of reapportionment, did so largely as a result of immigrants and many of them are new destination states, such 
as Georgia, Nevada, South Carolina, and Utah (see Figure 10). At the same time, these states with more seats 
and more immigrants have had some of the lowest turnout rates in the nation (with the exception of Washington 
which has all-mail voting). Therefore, immigrants have the potential to gain the representation that they brought 
to the state but not without much needed mobilization efforts and resources.

Ext   e n t  o f  Mob   i l i z at i o n  b y  Pa r t i e s  a n d  Ca  n d i d at e s

Although the campaign of President Barack Obama in 2008 began to change this dynamic marginally, campaigns 
and parties still do not invest sufficiently in mobilizing the immigrant or even the ethnic minority vote, particu-
larly when it comes to voter registration, calculating that their resources are better spent focusing on prospective 
voters who already have a history of high participation rates.56

This is hardly surprising since a major data source the parties and candidates use in targeting voters for mobi-
lization is voter registration lists. Although they have started employing more sophisticated lists containing a 
variety of identifying factors about potential voters, it is still the case that the voter registration list is the most 
readily available source of information to the parties. Many states provide information identifying individuals’ 
party registration and the party primary in which they voted.57 This allows voter registration lists to provide the 
fundamental basis for voter outreach.

Moreover, Janelle Wong points out that unlike at the turn of the 20th century when the political parties played 
a major role in personally mobilizing immigrants to participate and become engaged, that is not the case now. 
“Today, parties primarily use direct-mail and media campaigns that target only those registered voters who are the 
most likely to vote, a group that includes few immigrants. The potential for mass-mobilization efforts—including 
the type of face-to face mobilization at the neighborhood level that in the past was standard practice for reaching 
European immigrants—has been overlooked in favor of party activity confined primarily to the airwaves.”58 This 
has made the parties’ efforts less effective than they could be given that we know (as detailed more below) that 
personal mobilization of the sort Wong describes has a real impact on participation rates. Research has shown 
that direct mail and paid advertising, by contrast, are not very effective in mobilizing voters.59 Parties have the 
opportunity to do much more to mobilize immigrants, especially those who have not yet registered.

VAP Turnout Rate Percentage Change, 2000-2010

State 2010 2008 Total Native-born Naturalized

Arizona 34.7% 45 47.7% 48 24.6% 20.4% 40.6%
Florida 36.9% 33 58.3% 32 17.6% 11.1% 30.7%
Georgia 34.8% 44 54.7% 39 18.3% 13.4% 67.1%

Nevada 36.2% 37 49.7% 47 35.1% 22.3% 63.5%

South Carolina 37.9% 30 55.8% 37 15.3% 8.4% 38.1%
Texas 27.1% 50 45.8% 49 20.6% 11.6% 29.9%
Utah 32.7% 47 50.4% 43 23.8% 17.7% 35.7%
Washington 48.2% 9 60.3% 23 14.1% 7.5% 34.2%
Not   e : The column of numbers to the left of 2010 and 2008 turnout rates reflect the states’ turnout rank among the fifty states (highest turnout: 1, lowest turnout:50).

Sou   r c e s:  McDonald, Michael P. 2010, “Presidential and Midterm Voter Turnout Rates, 2008-2010.” United States Elections Project, accessed December 22, 2010; U.S. Census Bureau, American Community 

Survey 2005-2009, accessed December 22, 2010. a n a ly s i s  b y  D ē m o s .

figure 10. |  Rat   e  o f  popu    l at  i o n  c h a n g e  a n d  tu  r n out    i n  s tat   e s  t h at   g a i n e d  c o n g r e s s i o n a l  s e at  s  i n  2 0 1 0 .
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La  n g ua g e  B a r r i e r s

As noted above, the longer an immigrant has lived in the United States, the more likely it is he has become profi-
cient in English.60 This last hypothesis naturally leads to the question of whether, and to what degree, insufficient 
knowledge of English affects navigation of the registration and voting process.61 Studies about the impact of Sec-
tion 203 of the Voting Rights Act62—which requires jurisdictions with large numbers of language minority voters 
to provide translated voting materials (including registration forms and instructions)—indicate that language 
plays a significant role. According to a study by Michael Jones-Correa, voters who have access to voting materials 
in their own language are 5 percent more likely to have voted in the 1996 and 2000 elections.63 In addition, he 
finds that the language provisions of the Act have their biggest impact by far on naturalized Americans.64

Growth in Asian American voting bears out the importance of Section 203. Jocelyn Benson reports that in 
1992 the numerical triggers of Section 203 were amended to cover more predominantly Asian communities, 
and as a result, over 672,000 citizens of Asian descent in seven states were eligible to receive minority language 
assistance, including translated registration forms and instructions, after the 2000 census.65 Census data from 
1998 and 2004 show a 61 percent growth in registration rates and a 98 percent increase in turnout rates among 
self-identifying Asian American citizens between November 1998 and November 2004.66

However, compliance with Section 203 is uneven at best in many jurisdictions that are covered by it.67 More-
over, not every jurisdiction is required to provide such language assistance and there are many limited English 
proficient Americans in all corners of America, including places that are not covered by the Act. It would seem 
natural that limitations in reading and understanding English might deter or make it especially difficult for natu-
ralized citizens to register. Although immigrants are of course required to learn basic English in order to become 
citizens, this knowledge might not be extensive enough to make them comfortable inquiring into how to get a 
registration form and filling it out confidently, let alone voting. Ballots and ballot questions can be complicated 
and difficult to understand for advanced, even native English speakers—for example, in 2004, a number of na-
tive English speakers complained to a Nevada legislator that ballot questions were too difficult to understand.68

Yet learning and becoming proficient in English is itself a huge hurdle in this country for immigrants, including 
naturalized citizens and non-citizens applying to become citizens. English language instruction, including for 
those who already speak basic English, is woefully scarce and under-funded, and waiting lists in some jurisdic-
tions for such classes are years long.69 As James Tucker notes, “Few classes are available to intermediate and more 
advanced English learners, because ESL providers are flooded by the demand for the most basic instruction. It 
can take several years for LEP students to acquire spoken English language and literacy skills equal to those of a 
person with a fifth grade education—and that level is still functionally illiterate.”70

D i s c r i m i n ato  r y  P r a c t i c e s

In addition to the contextual reasons why naturalized citizens might be less likely to register to vote, there are 
also discriminatory policies that inhibit their ability to register to vote. They include the following:

Administrative Discrimination: 

There are frequent reports of ethnic minorities being blocked by election administrators in the voter registration 
process. Many accounts emerged during hearings on the reauthorization of the Voting Rights Act in 2006. For 
example, Victor Landa from the Southwest Voter Registration Education Project “described ‘strategic’ efforts in 
the 2004 Texas election cycle to prevent some citizens from registering to vote. ‘In one county in South Texas, 
some of our Spanish-speaking volunteers were denied the eligibility to be deputized as registrars,’ he said, adding 
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that in Texas only deputized registrars can register voters in the field.”71 José A. Garcia, representing the Institute 
for Puerto Rican Policy and the Latino Voting Rights Network, also described the refusal to register Latinos 
in New York.72 Nina Perales, regional counsel of the Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund 
(MALDEF), testified about other examples—including how in Colorado voter registration branches were placed 
in Anglo homes and there were limited hours for farm workers to register to vote.73

Proof of Citizenship Laws:

State voter registration laws uniformly require registrants to affirm, under threat of criminal penalties, that they 
are U.S. citizens. However, two states, Arizona and Georgia, have passed additional laws requiring voters to pro-
vide documentary proof of their citizenship prior to registering to vote.74 These laws are a barrier to registration, 
before a voter even gets to the point of casting a ballot.

Proof of citizenship requirements are designed to have a depressing effect on naturalized citizens in particular. 
This is reflected in the voting provisions of the laws: all documentary evidence of citizenship (e.g., birth certifi-
cates) may be photocopied and mailed into the registrar—except naturalization papers, which must be presented 
in person in their original form to the board of elections.75

Many eligible voters will not have access to documentation that proves they are citizens. Barreto finds that 
foreign-born U.S. citizens are less likely to have a driver’s license than white native-born Americans.76 In some 
states a driver’s license would not even do, and then the only acceptable proof is effectively a birth certificate, 
passport, or naturalization papers. The Brennan Center has found that approximately 13 million Americans do 
not have ready access to such documents.77 If the voter does not have those documents on hand, he or she will 
have to pay to acquire them, amounting to a poll tax. Indeed, naturalization documents cost $220 to replace 
if they have been lost or damaged in some way.78 And such restrictive requirements are unnecessary: as noted 
above, voter registration forms already require an applicant to affirm under oath that he or she is a citizen, under 
penalty of criminal sanctions. 

Inaccurate Database Checks on Citizenship:

In 2008, the Secretary of State of Georgia started instituting a “citizenship check” or verification of not only new 
registration forms coming in, but of voters already on the registration rolls. The procedures flagged certain voters 
as alleged non-citizens based on records from the Georgia Department of Driver Services (DDS). The records, 
however, contained out-of-date citizenship information because DDS fails to update them to reflect the thousands 
of Georgia residents who become U.S. citizens each year. Since the errors were made due to out-of-date records 
on citizenship, it was clear that this practice was going to affect eligible naturalized Americans more than others. 
Those who were flagged were denied the right to vote unless they presented written evidence of citizenship.79 
 
In October of 2008, a coalition of voting rights groups filed a lawsuit challenging the voting procedures after a 
number of U.S. citizens had been incorrectly flagged as non-citizens.80 The Department of Justice in the mean-
time twice interposed objections to the new law under its Section 5 authority to block changes in voting laws in 
certain covered states if the change would negatively affect minority voters. The Department found “the Georgia 
Secretary of State was seeking to implemented a “flawed system [which] frequently subjects a disproportionate 
number of African American, Asian, and/or Hispanic voters to additional, and more importantly, erroneous 
burdens on the right to register to vote. These burdens are real, are substantial and are retrogressive for minor-
ity voters.”81 Unfortunately, after extensive litigation, and a minor change to the pool of people who would be 
subjected to the citizenship check, the Department of Justice very suddenly approved the practice, apparently 
making the case “moot.”82 This meant that Georgia could go forward with a program the Department previously 
found to have resulted in wrongful burdens on minority voters.
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Other Error-prone Database Matching Practices: 

When voters submit their voter registration applications, under the Help America Vote Act (“HAVA”) states 
are supposed to determine if the information on the form matches the information they have on file in other 
government databases, such as that maintained by the Department of Motor Vehicles. However, different states 
have different procedures and policies for determining what qualifies as a match.83 Some states, unfortunately, 
have rules requiring that some or all of the information match exactly, character for character. This results in 
perfectly eligible voters being denied the right to register and vote; there are many reasons such information 
might not match that say nothing about the voter’s eligibility or identity. Even familiar names such as “O’Brien” 
can trigger a “non-match” if an apostrophe is missing or if the “B” is sometimes capitalized and sometimes not. 
But an “exact-match” standard particularly affects Latinos, not only because of unfamiliar spellings but because 
they may use their mothers’ maiden name as part of the surname—a practice that may be unfamiliar to some 
state and local election officials. For all immigrants, especially Asians, errors may be more likely because election 
administrators may be less familiar with their names, which may have unusual spellings for an English speaker.
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WHAT CAN BE DONE

Narrowing the registration gap will take action from government, political parties, and non-profits alike. The 
recommendations below fall into three broad categories: making registration easier for new Americans by address-
ing structural barriers to registration, focusing mobilization efforts on these communities, and providing better 
resources for them to obtain civic education and the tools to participate. Of course, these recommendations will 
be even more effective when implemented in concert.

Implementing Federal Initiatives to Improve Access and Ease of Voter Registration 
for Naturalized Citizens 

As has been discussed, the federal government does little to proactively facilitate participation in our electoral 
process and, despite the public rhetoric around citizenship, has until very recently has done little systematically 
assist new Americans in particular to navigate through a new system. This can easily be remedied.

NVRA Designation for the Office of Citizenship and Immigrant Services

In October 2011, United States Citizenship and Immigrant Services announced new guidelines that would be 
provided to regional and local USCIS staff regarding naturalization ceremonies.84 This new guidance advised that 
state or local election officials or nonprofit, nonpartisan organizations should provide voter registration services 
at naturalization ceremonies. If that is not possible, USCIS staff should offer newly naturalized citizens a voter 
registration reform, but do not have the responsibility of collecting or processing them. This new guidance is a 
huge step forward. But the federal government could do much better.

The National Voter Registration Act of 1993 (“NVRA”) includes a provision that requires state-based public 
assistance offices to provide voter registration materials to clients, assist them in filling out the forms, and 
transmit them to the proper elections office. The law also provides that federal government agencies could be 
designated as voter registration agencies and thus also required to provide these services. As the law was written, 
this requires a state to request such a designation and the federal agency to accept it. This provision remained 
largely unused until recently when several states, as a result of educational efforts by Dēmos and other voting 
rights organizations, have begun requesting various federal agencies to accept designations under the NVRA.85 
No federal agency has yet accepted such a designation, but the requests remain under consideration by agencies 
such as USCIS, the Department of Veterans Affairs and Indian Health Services. 

The federal entity responsible for the naturalization process, the United States Office of Citizenship and Immi-
grant Services (“USCIS”) is one of the agencies that clearly should be designated as a voter registration agency in 
the same way other public assistance offices currently are. Since this has not yet happened through the methods 
prescribed by the NVRA—at state request—it should preferably be done by presidential executive order, which 
is fully within the executive power to do,86 or by agency directive. The order or directive should specify that 
USCIS staff is required at all naturalization ceremonies to provide voter registration forms, assist new Americans 
with their accurate completion, and transmit them to the proper elections authority for processing. Doing so is 
clearly within the agency’s mission, mandate and capacity.87

Based on the studies described above, it is clear that uniformly and systematically providing every new American 
with the opportunity to register to vote at the naturalization ceremony itself is the biggest step the United States 
could take to close the registration gap. This is further evidenced by the fact that the state public assistance agen-
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cies, when compelled to fully implement this mandate, have seen dramatic increases in the numbers of persons 
applying to register to vote.88 Adopting a policy of encouraging voter registration at naturalization ceremonies 
would also send an affirmative message about our country’s desire to include new American citizens in our polity 
and civic society.

Modernizing Voter Registration Practices

“Voter Registration Modernization” (“VRM”) is a reform that would streamline the registration process by using 
existing government databases to populate and update voter registration rolls for eligible citizens. This transfor-
mation of our voter registration process would result in a much more effective and inclusive system, because the 
burden of registering to vote and making sure one stays on the rolls would no longer rest exclusively on the indi-
vidual citizen. Under VRM, departments of motor vehicles, public assistance agencies, and other governmental 
offices would collect basic information from their client databases and transmit to state election officials all the 
data necessary—and only that which is necessary—for adding citizens to the voter rolls. Individuals preferring 
not to register to vote could exercise an opt-out option. Any eligible voter who was missed by automatic voter 
registration procedures would have an opportunity to add herself to the voter rolls and cast a regular ballot on 
Election Day.89

While no in-depth examination has been undertaken, it would appear that USCIS’ database of persons who 
successfully naturalize could at some point be made to work well within a VRM system. As a result, it may be 
that at some future date, the system of providing registration at all naturalization ceremonies proposed above 
could be converted into a more automatic voter registration system within the VRM scheme.

USCIS has many databases, but the one that seems most appropriate for VRM is the CLAIMS 4 database. 
CLAIMS 4 is a tracking and processing system that is used to monitor the different stages of the naturalization 
process, including the oath ceremony and the granting of citizenship.90

The database includes all of the information necessary for voter registration including, obviously, citizenship 
status. The database also contains such needed data as names and addresses, telephone numbers, birth informa-
tion, death information, Social Security Numbers (SSN), and criminal history information.91

Most of the information in the CLAIMS 4 database is obtained from the applicants and entered by USCIS staff. 
“CLAIMS 4 information is also checked for accuracy through database technical controls (e.g., a program that 
checks the zip code to ensure it matches the city, state and street), inherent business logic built into the system, 
and a manual review process (e.g., interviews with the applicants).”92

USCIS is in the process of modernizing its information technology across the board, and is still largely paper-
based.93 In addition, it must be noted that experts have questioned the accuracy of other related databases.94 
USCIS systems’ readiness for VRM requires more study to ensure efficiency, fairness and accuracy before steps 
are taken to implement such a transition.

Engaging Naturalized Citizens and Their Communities Through Targeted 
Mobilization Efforts

Unless and until the federal government fully takes on the responsibility for voter registration, Americans will 
continue to rely on other institutions to perform this function. Numerous studies undertaken in recent years 
demonstrate that focused mobilization activities have a significant positive effect on turnout rates among ethnic 
minority and immigrant voters.95 For example, a concerted mobilization campaign led by organizations such as 
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National Association for Latino and Appointed Elected Officials (NALEO) and Southwest Voter Registration 
and Education Project, focused on immigrant communities in California in 2002, led to a dramatic increase in 
the number of naturalized citizens registered to vote that year.96 Such efforts need to be expanded by national 
nongovernmental organizations (“NGOs”), political parties and candidates, and the government at the state 
and local levels.

Outreach by Non-governmental Organizations: 

In recent years NGOs have realized the benefit of reaching out to not just native-born ethnic minorities but the 
naturalized community as well, though this does not seem to have always been the case. Though in a few recent 
elections registered naturalized Latino voters have actually voted at a slightly higher rate than native-born Latinos, 
the voter turnout of registered naturalized Latinos generally remains well below that of the general population, 
and there is still much room for improvement with respect to increasing the number of naturalized Latinos who 
are registered.97 NGOs that focus on Asian Americans may have even more of a motivation to increase efforts at 
mobilization to register naturalized voters given that a large number of Asian Americans are naturalized citizens 
and that naturalized Asians are actually registered at a slightly lower rate than other naturalized groups. That 
naturalized Asian Americans constitute a majority of all Asian American citizens leads to a rate of participation 
of the Asian American community overall that is far lower than that for non-Asians.98

Examples of recent outreach to the immigrant population include the efforts of NALEO and the National 
Council of La Raza and their partners who launched the“YaEsHora! Ve y Vota!”campaign in 2008.99 These or-
ganizations along with the We Are America Alliance joined in a coordinated effort to register immigrant voters, 
for example, by holding events on National Citizenship Day in September of that year that registered 20,000 
Latino, Asian and immigrant voters. The partners were able to register 372,591 immigrant voters by focusing 
on thirteen states with large immigrant populations.100

These types of efforts should be sustained year round, not just at election times. Clearly the will among groups to 
do that is there. The resources necessary are the major obstacles to carrying it out. This makes it more incumbent 
on foundations and other donors supporting these efforts as well to understand the importance of year-round 
registration assistance for new Americans and to allocate their resources accordingly.

In addition, although again resources are a problem, some organizations might reconsider where they are focus-
ing their efforts. For understandable reasons, major groups as well as smaller community organizations tend to 
focus their efforts and resources where they seemingly can get the “biggest bang for the buck”: where there are 
large numbers of ethnic minorities in concentrated areas. Working with academics, it should be determined 
whether this is really the best use of limited resources in all circumstances. Existing literature for the most part 
says that ethnic minorities, including immigrants, who live in such communities, are more likely to turn out 
than immigrants in areas in which they are more dispersed.101 More research needs to be done on the extent to 
which this is a result of the concentrated activity of outside groups in these areas, or whether there is something 
more intrinsic to these communities that leads to higher participation. If the latter is the case, we must reassess 
whether it might not be useful to devote some increased attention to immigrants and ethnic minorities not living 
in minority or immigrant-dominated communities, including those who live in “new destinations” in the United 
States. Given the consistent research showing that the most effective outreach for the dollar is that provided by 
a co-ethnic and someone who speaks the voter’s language,102 non-governmental organizations big and small, 
national and local, have a special role to play. This is something that all those interested in increasing immigrant 
citizens’ turnout need to understand—while the immediate raw numbers that result from such efforts might 
not be as large because the population is dispersed, the type of voters reached are the ones that needed the extra 
attention the most, and may go on to become consistent voters in the long term.
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Outreach by State and Local Officials: 

The government has a role to play in this too. In some parts of the nation, elections officials take a very proac-
tive approach to getting new Americans registered, for example in Phoenix, Arizona and by the Secretary of 
State in Michigan.103 In most parts of the country, they do not. This should change, including in areas of the 
country where language minority assistance is not necessarily required under the federal laws. At a minimum, it 
is not expensive or labor intensive to make voter registration forms in alternative languages widely available in a 
community, and to provide voter assistance in that language as well, through a hotline. The Election Assistance 
Commission (“EAC”), the federal agency that provides guidance on election practices in the United States, has 
very commendably provided a multitude of voting materials and registration forms in several languages and has 
posted them on its website. State and local government officials can easily make use of this service, and should 
do so. The registration form made available by the EAC, the federal voter registration form, must be accepted 
by state elections officials under the NVRA.104 

Outreach by Political Parties and Candidates:

A plethora of research has shown that when parties want to mobilize a particular constituency, they can be ef-
fective at doing so.105 To date, the parties have not seen it as in their interest to invest in the naturalized citizen 
population because it does not fit within their “win now” mentality and short-term thinking about elections. 
The population of naturalized immigrants is an untapped enormous potential piece of the electorate, but tak-
ing advantage of this requires seeing the big picture and not just being focused on immediate gains. The parties 
particularly ignore naturalized Americans who remain unregistered. This is a missed opportunity given the de-
mographic revolution occurring in the United States today. It would appear to be in the parties’ long-term and 
even medium-term self-interest to focus on this group.

As scholars such as Janelle Wong have also suggested, this needs to change. Wong has made specific recommen-
dations for political party outreach that have resonance here, such as mass registration drives throughout the 
year (rather than only during the campaign season), direct education about the political process both through 
in-person methods and written material, and workshops and town hall meetings.106 To be sure, this would be 
resource intensive, though perhaps achievable if done in conjunction with local actors and community organiza-
tions. Even if overly ambitious, these suggestions ought to be considered at some level of capacity.

The candidates also have a role to play. When it comes to the naturalized citizen vote, the candidate and what 
the candidate believes, does, and says matters. NGOs can make huge efforts to mobilize these groups, but if the 
community does not like the candidates or their positions, or are alienated by the lack of attention a candidate 
pays to the community and its interests, it will only make a marginal difference in the end. Like any other con-
stituency, immigrant voters need a reason to turn out regularly to vote, beyond just a sense of civic duty. Solely 
having paid advertisements in Spanish will not do it. As with other groups, the candidates must speak to their 
issues in a way that attracts immigrant citizens to them. As with other groups, candidates must want the votes of 
these Americans and make that clear.107 Of course the problem with this is that as naturalized citizens continue 
to under-participate, candidates have less of an incentive to do this kind of work, and it devolves into an unfor-
tunate vicious circle. Therefore, possibly more groundwork in the other areas discussed here would have to be 
underway before such an outcome can be legitimately expected in a wide range of campaigns.

On the other hand, the centrality of the candidate certainly holds true even now depending on the conditions 
surrounding the campaign. The need for candidate attention was anecdotally observed in the 2009 election for 
governor in the State of Virginia. Although community groups undertook Herculean efforts to mobilize im-
migrant voters in this new immigrant destination state, neither candidate took appealing positions on issues 
of concern to immigrant voters, including on immigration issues. As a result of this and other factors, though 
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the mobilization efforts had some positive effect, immigrants, and other constituencies similarly situated, dis-
proportionately stayed home on Election Day. Many political observers attributed the Democrats’ loss to this 
abstention.108

Accelerating the Civic Education and Civic Skill-building Process:

As noted above, many studies show that length of time in the country is key to whether a naturalized citizen will 
be registered to vote or not. These studies all seem to suggest that as an immigrant becomes more familiar with 
the American system, politics and culture and feels more a sense of belonging to this country, he or she becomes 
more inclined to participate. This should not take twenty years to accomplish. The lack of effort and programs 
throughout our system with regard to immigrant civic inclusion are at least partially to blame. Increased resources 
and interest in providing civic education, civic skill-building, and systems through which immigrants learn about 
and participate in our democracy even prior to attaining citizenship and voting rights would go a long way to 
reducing the time within which a naturalized citizen becomes inclined to register to vote. This is something that 
must be taken on at all levels of government, and to the extent that resources permit, by NGOs and community 
organizations. Such programmatic and systemic approaches to immigrant civic inclusion throughout our gov-
ernment and our civil society are essential not only for maintaining the integrity of our electoral process, but in 
maintaining the health of our democracy as a whole.

Providing resources for immigrants to learn English is a major part of this. We know that language has a direct 
impact on voter participation, and in civic, economic, and social integration in general.109 Recent legislative 
efforts at immigration reform would demand even greater levels of proficiency in English than ever before in 
order to become naturalized.110 Yet the government provides only a small fraction of the resources necessary to 
allow new Americans and other immigrants who may wish to become citizens to learn English.111 This includes 
the public schools. This will need to change if we want to close the participation gap between native-born and 
naturalized citizens in our system of governance.
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CONCLUSION

Without the sufficient participation of naturalized Americans and other under-represented groups, our de-
mocracy is flawed. Democracy needs a broad spectrum of society to participate in order to ensure appropriate 
representation and policy outcomes that reflect the will of the people. We are failing to ensure that many groups 
in our society are able to vote, and naturalized citizens are at the top among them. This need not continue. 
There are many solutions for overcoming barriers to political participation for naturalized citizens, including 
the simple but powerful step of ensuring that all new Americans receive assistance in registering to vote at the 
naturalization ceremony itself. 

The potential repercussions for the coming 2012 elections are palpable. Yet they are in many ways still just po-
tential. Immigrants make up a far greater share of the population than they do the electorate. To some degree this 
is because many immigrants who are eligible to become citizens have not done so. It is estimated that 800,000 
Asians in California alone are eligible to naturalize but have not, and remain therefore ineligible to vote.112 In 
2010, although Latinos voted in unprecedented numbers, they still made up 16.3 percent of the population 
but only 7 percent of the electorate, in large part because many Latinos were not eligible—only 41 percent.113 
As immigration reform has become increasingly controversial and at the same time a major factor in Latino and 
Asian electoral decision-making in the polling booth, immigrant voters could be the margin of victory in many 
states if they naturalize, register and vote. Many of the thoughts and recommendations set forth in this paper 
regarding mobilization and outreach efforts among a variety of actors will be a factor in how this turns out.

In the long term, it is clear that we as a nation need to make a concerted commitment to including immigrant 
citizens in our democracy. Particularly at the governmental level, we have not done enough in this regard. 
Whether or not we achieve comprehensive immigration reform in this country, rapidly changing demograph-
ics dictate that it is more necessary than ever that government, non-governmental organizations, community 
groups, the media and the public work together to make new Americans full members of our polity and society.
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Recommendations

•	United States Citizenship and Immigrant Services (USCIS) should fully implement its newly adopted 
policy of ensuring that new Americans are provided with a voter registration application at all administrative 
naturalization ceremonies, and ultimately should be designated as a full voter registration agency under the 
National Voter Registration Act so that every newly naturalized American is automatically and systematically 
given the opportunity to register to vote. 

•	Nongovernmental voter mobilization groups should focus a good portion of their efforts on unregistered 
naturalized citizens including, if possible, in “new destination” states. 

•	The donor community should fund year-round activities around voter registration, including in immigrant 
communities wherever they may be. 

•	State and local elections officials should be active in registering new citizens to vote by reaching out to these 
communities through a variety of means and working with USCIS to provide voter registration services 
at naturalization ceremonies. These officials should also provide as much material as possible in alternative 
languages spoken prevalently in their jurisdictions, whether required to by federal law or not. 

•	Political parties should be much more pro-active in reaching out to naturalized citizens, tapping into a huge 
potential pool of new voters. The parties also have a role to play in civic education especially regarding the 
electoral process in immigrant areas. 

•	Candidates must appeal to and speak to the issues of concern to immigrants. Having paid advertising in 
Spanish is insufficient. 

•	The civic education and civic skill-building process must start early on upon an immigrant’s arrival in 
this country so that by the time they are eligible to register and vote they understand the process and the 
importance of participating. This means more government resources for such services, including English as a 
Second Language instruction. 

•	Every means possible must be explored for eliminating administrative practices and legal requirements 
that discriminate against eligible immigrant voters. These include certain types of database matching 
policies, laws unduly restricting the means of confirming citizenship for purposes of registering to vote, and 
unnecessarily restrictive voter identification laws. Swift and serious action must be taken against any election 
administrator or other actors who engage in discriminatory practices.
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